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“Do we give back to God that which we
owe? How do we respond to God’s grace?”

“Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are
God’s.” When they heard this, they were amazed; and they left him and went away.
Matthew 22:15-22

T

he imperial tax debated in this
passage was paid on agricultural
yield and personal property; it
had been collected on the basis
of census registration since Judea came
under Roman rule in 6/7CE, and thus,
resentment of the tax was coupled with
resentment of Roman rule. For Jews, the
tax was a further insult: The tax was paid
using a coin bearing the image (at this
time) of Tiberius Caesar, a stepson of
the divinised Caesar Augustus; to Rome,
Tiberius was a “son of god”.
When Jesus asks for a coin, his
questioners produce one, showing that
they are willing to carry an image of
Roman oppression and religion into the
courts of the Temple. Two important
historical events help us to understand
the background here: (1) “The abomination
that desolates” (as referenced in Daniel
9:27), where, at around 167BCE, the Greeks
set a statue of Zeus in the Jewish Temple
as an act of conquest, desecrating the
Temple so much that it had to be
rededicated (Hanukkah) once the
Jews were free again, and, (2) The
Jewish revolt against the Romans
in 70CE (before the writing of
Matthew’s Gospel and known
to Matthew’s readers) where
the Temple was destroyed. With
these events in our minds, we can
see that the political and religious
leaders alike (Herodians and
Pharisees) commit a small desolation
of their own by bringing this coin into
the Temple.
“Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor

or not?” (22:17) and, what does Jesus’
answer say about the relationship between
“the state” and God? It is not clear which
law is in question – the Law of Moses, or
Roman law – and that confusion renders
the question only partly about taxes;
importantly, it’s also about authority. I have
two comments to make about this:
First, Jesus’ answer is not merely
“give”, but “give back” – something lost
in translation – which implies that

‘Political and religious
leaders have not been
the good shepherds
God expected’

something belongs to Caesar which
the taxpayer is obligated to repay. Since
the taxes paid to Rome were, in large
part, for the upkeep of their army and
for the infrastructure of buildings and
roads that provided housing and ease of
access for those forces, Jesus’ answer is
a challenge – whilst you are obliged to
pay your taxes, remember what you’re
paying for: Do you really want to collude
with that? The same phrase (“giving back
what is owed”) is applied to an obligation
to God, and, it seems to me that by saying
things are owed to God, Jesus implies
that that obligation is unfulfilled by his
questioners. At a minimum, that surely
means that the political and religious
leaders have not been the good shepherds
God expected as God’s due (Ezekiel 34). As
readers, we are not exempt from facing
that challenge – do we give back to God
that which we owe? How do we respond to
God’s grace?
Secondly, over the centuries,
commentators have varied widely in their
reading of the relationship between state
and religion based on Jesus’ response: Are
the state and religion completely separate,
each with their own authority and rightly
demanding our different responses? Some
say the state is approved by God – after
all, Jesus told us to give it its due. Others
(and I would agree with them), have taken
Jesus’ answer to be about our priorities.
Get it right – so much is due to God,
for “the earth is the Lord’s and all that
is in it,” (Psalm 24:1). We do have a
duty to the state, but it must be in
its right place; we must give thought
to what the state is doing in our
name, and with the taxes we pay,
and, if necessary, challenge it as an
abomination carried on in the midst
of all that is God’s.
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Chapter and Verse – Rosalind Selby (p27)
Read Matthew 22:15-22, followed by Rosalind Selby’s article.
1. Look again at verses 15-18 of the Bible passage, and paragraph one of “Chapter & Verse”. The
Pharisees and Herodians ask a question that Matthew describes as malicious. What is the question
and what is malicious about it? What do you think their intention was in asking it? What response
did they expect?
2. Look again at verses 18-20 of the Bible passage, and paragraph two of “Chapter & Verse”. Why
does Jesus ask to be shown a coin? What is the significance of the head on the coin?
3. Rosalind says in paragraph three that the question is “only partly about taxes; importantly it is also
about authority”. In what ways is the question about authority?
4. Look again at verses 20-22, and paragraph four of “Chapter & Verse”. Rosalind says: “Jesus’ answer
is not merely ‘give’, but ‘give back’”. What difference does this make?
5. In this paragraph, Rosalind talks of two different challenges from Jesus. How did those challenges
apply to the people Jesus was addressing in the passage? How do they apply to us today?
6. In the final paragraph, Rosalind mentions different ideas about the relationship between religion
and the state, based on what Jesus says in verse 21. Which interpretation do you think is best?
7. Followers of Jesus today do not have to worry much about their attitude to the Roman empire, but
we still face difficult questions about how to be faithful to God in the modern world. What might it
mean to you today to “Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things
that are God’s”?

For further reflection: “Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves
another has fulfilled the law.” Romans 13:8

Prayer: God who made us, we have nothing that does not come from you. Teach us to use it
faithfully, give it generously, hold it lightly, spend it thoughtfully and share it transformatively. Amen

